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ABSTRACT 

• Two major bodies of research to throw light on^ dif ferencea 
and similarities between first and second language learning are 
the so-called morpheme studies- studies of the accuracy of use 
of English grammatical .morphemes- and the studies of the devel- 
opment of negation and interrogation. An interpretation of the 
results of the former led researchers to postulate a uniform 
development across differences in age and L, backgrounds (e.g. 
Dulay & Burt, 1974; Bailey, Madden & Krashen, 1974), but the 
accuracy -order of development was not identical to that found 
in L 1 acquisition (Brown, 1973; de Villiers & de Villiers, 1973). 
Only the latter studies revealed developmental stages identical 
to those reported for Ll acquisition (e.g. Ravem, 1974; Wode, 
1976) , 

In this paper we try to trace a similar well-defined sequence 
of development for yet another area, a specific set of linguistic 
structures: Easy to seey promise $ ask / tell . The results 
of 6 previously published studies and 2 unpublished Danish 
Studies -(48 subjects, aged 7-10, acquiring Danish as their 1^ 
fO and 48 subjects acquiring English as a foreign language, 24 

to aged 13, 24 aged 18) are reported. Evidence obtained in the two 

independent Danish studies indicates a developmental pattern 
similar to that reported in previous studies (Chomsky, 1969, 
for child native speakers, Kramer, Koff & Luria, 1972, for older 
children and adults, ^d' Angle jan & Tucke-, 1975, -f6r cognitive!* 
mature adult l a learners) . A developmental sequence of linguistic 
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stages qan be defined and th6 specific structures are acquired 
in a regular sequence, with one exception, however . For the 
younger group of Danish L2, learners of English, a deviation 
from the established sequential order was noted, in that easy 
"EQ see was not consxstently easier than the other structures 
in question. Interestingly enough, this deviation was also 
found among Danish children acquiring these structures as part 
of their, L^* 

The implications of the findings are discussed. General syn- 
tactic principles are clearly at work in spite of different 
cognitive and linguistic skills on the 'part of the learners, 
as well as different learning situations, but also a replication 
in later studies of the experimental procedure used in Chomsky's 
original study may play an unwarranted role. Comprehension may 
vary within a supporting/neutral/conf lieting context (cf . 
Trosborg, 1982) ,-, Gradual development, degrees of understanding, 
and the importance of contextual and interpersonal cues must be 
taken into consideration. Thus Warden (1981) was able to re- 
verse Chomsky's result to a higher frequency of correct re- 
sponses to the verb 'ask' instead of the verb 'tell' by changing 
the experimental procedure. No" doubt, the abstract setting 
involved by the testing procedure also places demands on the 
subjects that clearly differ from actual communication, and 
this may be the reason why not all native speakers obtain full 
competence in this domain (Sanders, 1971) . In fact, the per- 
formance obtained by the older group of Danish L learners 
equals that of native speakers. 

Finally, a distinction between conceptual development and 
the mastery of the syntactic rules in question will be dis- 
cussed. Interesting performance strategies witA^eliance on 
syntactic/semantic clues varying according to Experimental set- 
up and developmental stage were found. 



INTRODUCTION 

Systematic investigations which provide data to throw light 
on differences and similarities between first and second lan- 
guage acquisition derive mainly from two areas, the so-called 
morpheme studies- studies of the accuracy of use of English 
grammatical morphemes- and from studies of the development of 
negation and interrogation. An interpretation of the results 
of the morpheme studies (see Dulay & Burt, 1980, for a summary) 
led researchers to postulate' a uniform development across dif- 
ferences in age and Ll background with languages as different, 
from each other as English and Chinese (Dulay & Burt, 1972, 
■ 1974) , in adults as well as children (Bailey, Madden & Krashen, 
1974), in spite of the use of different testing procedures 
(Larsen-Freeman, 19 75) and for learners who received formal 
instruction in addition to learning in informal acquisition con- 
texts (Fathman, 1979). The accuracy order of development was not 
identical to that found in acquisition (Brown, 1973, de 
Villiers & de Villiers, 1973). Order of acquisition was condi- 
tioned by cognitive development in the case of L x , while the L 2 
acquisition order correlated with" frequency in input (Larsen- 
Freeman, 1976) . These investigations have been of considerable 
influence in recent research, even though their subsequent con- 
elusions have been criticized for several reasons. For one thing, 
what is tested is not developmental order, but order relative to 
the degree of accuracy with which these morphemes occur in obliga- 
tory contexts (see e.g. Meisel, Clahsen & Pienemann, 1981). For 
another, the testing method which has been use^eliminates indi- 
vidual differences (Larsen-Freeman, 19 75, Meisel, Clahsen & 
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Pienemann, 1981) • Furthermore, although the morpheme studies 
show definite regularities, there is also evidence of devia- 
tions from regularities for grpups and individuals (Dulay & 
Burt, 1975, Fathman, 1975, Kesslar & Idar, 1977), and longitu- 
dinal studies of the acquisition of the same morphemes in indi- 
viduals' (Hakuta, 1976, Rosansky, 1976) showed an order different 
from the one found in the cross-sectional studies mentioned 
above- - , 

* t> 

In the case of the studies of interrogation and" negation 
there is evidence of uniform development across different 
geographical locations and language backgrounds, although indi- 
vidual differences must be allowed for (Ravem, 1974, Wade, 1976) . 
In addition, developmental stages are identical to those re- 
ported for LI acquisition, even when second language learning 
takes place under classroom conditions. Felix (1980) found con- 
siderable evidence for structural parallels between second lan- 
guage learning in 10- and 11-year-old German children v/ho 
learned English in a classroom setting where there was almost 
no naturalistic exposure and those developmental sequences ob- 
served in -monolingual English speaking children. Particularly 
striking was the use of incorrect constructions resulting from 
-similar simplification and overgeneralization strategies used 
by both groups. 

Evidence from research in other linguistic areas comprise 
studies of modal s (Dato, 1970, Ravem, 1974), an anaiysis*of \ 
cross-sectional data from the English of Spanish-speaking 
learners (Andersen, 1978) which indicated both regularities and 
individual variation (overgeneralization and transfer) , as 



well as recent sesearoh with immigrant workers in Germany 
\ (Meisel, Clahsen & Pienemann, 1981) . From a longitudinal study 
Meisel and his coworkers have evidence of developmental regu- 
larities (word order, deletion of pronouns, copulas, etc.) that 
parallel those observed in German monolingual" children, but 
also learner-type-specific variations due to e.g. social factors, 
personality profile, possible transfer from L ± etc., were found. 

In. this paper we try to trace a sequence of development, 
developmental stages for the acquisition of individual struc- 
tures, etc., for yet another area, a specific set of linguistic 
structures: Easy to see , promise , ask/tell . These structures 
are reported by Carol Chomsky (1969) to be subject to late ac- 
quisition in children, the most exceptional structure ( ask ) 
still unacquired by some children at the age of 10. 

Chomsky hypothesized that perhaps there" is a critical learning 
period during which deliberate exposure to a particular construc- 
tion could result in acquisition and beyond which acquisition 

might never take place. This hypothesis has been tested in later 

** * - 

studies (Kessel, 1970; Sanders, 1971; Kramer, Koff & Luria, - 
1972) for the construction ask . 

— g 

Xn order to test the hypothesis that^first and second lan- 
guage learning derive from the same underlying process the 
results of two studies in second language acquisition (d'Anglejan' 
& Tucker, 1975, ^ and a Danish study carried put by Kvistgaard 
Petersen, 1981) are compared to previous i studies of 1^ acqui- 
sition. " „ *' 

A study of ^ learners of Danish (Chri^tensen, 1974) is 
compared to L£ acquisition in English children, and, finally, 



the importance of the experimental set-up is discussed with 
"particular reference to Warden's (1981) study of L. acquisition 
in 5-year-old English children.* Information has been derived 
from the research projects of no less than 8 different individ- 
uals or groups of researchers, including two unpublished Danish 
studies. These studies all usejteross-sectional data. For the 
shortcomings of this approach when the aim is to establish de- 
velopmental stages and sequences, see e.g. Meisel, Clahsen & 
Pienemann, 1981. For a detailed description of experimental* 
methods, scoring procedures, results etc., the reader is refer- 
red to the individual studies, as only major findings are re- 
ported and discussed here. 1 " 1 .ft 

ft* 

ON DEFINING THE PROBLEMS a 
In decoding linguistic structures subjects make use of gen- 
eneral operating principles (see Slobin, 1966) . Through experi- 
ence with language, learners build up hypotheses about linguist! 
structures and functions and they decode new structures on the 
basis of already acquired knowledge about linguistic systems and 
principles. The structures to be dealt with in this paper are 
considered grammatically cdmplex because they are exceptional 
for one of the following reasons: 

A the true grammatical relations which hold among the 
words in a sentence are not expressed directly in its 
surface structure 

B the syntactic structure associated with a particular 
word is at variance with a general pattern in the lan- 
guage 

C a conflict exists between two 'of the potential syntactic 
structures associated with a particular verb 
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Complexity factor (A) is relevant to an interpretation of struc- 
tures with the predicate easy to see . The following two senten r 
ces are both active sentences, but only (1) follows the standard 
grammatical order of assigning a subject function to N?^ 



(1) John is eager to see (subject of the infinitive - NP ) 

(2) John is easy to see* (subject of the infinite = "some- 

one else") 



In (1) John is the subject of the sentence and also the subject 
of the infinitival complement verb see, while in (2) the, word 
order is misleading. It is not 'John who is easy- , neither'is • 
it 'John who is doing the seeing', but the learner must under- 
stand that the subject is "someone else" not mentioned in the 
sentence. What 'is easy' is '"for someone to see John'. 

In structures with infinitival complements without a subject 
for the infinitive, the subject for the infinitive is likely to 
be the subject of the main verb, as we have just seen in" the 
case of (1). in sentences in which there is a, noun phrase pre- 
ceding the verb phrase of the infinitive, this noun phrase is 
likely to be the subject of the complement verb phrase. Thus in 
(3) it is 'Bill who is supposed to leave': 
)•■ 

(3) John ordered Bill to ledve 



A large number of sentences with infinitival complements follow 
the patterns of (3), and a general principle for subject assign- 
ment for complement verbs has been formulated. It has been refer- 
red to as the Minimal Distance Principle (MDP) and according to 
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this rule, the implicit subject of the complement verb is the NP 
most closely preceding it. However, the following two structures 
violate the MDP: 



(4) John promised Bill to leave 

(5) John asked Bill what to do 



, In contrast to (3) the subjects in (4) and (5) of the complements 
•to leave 1 and 'what to do 1 are the subjects of , the main clauses/ 
i.e. the NPs more distant from the complements. In order to pro- ; 
cess ^structures like (4) and (5) correctly the learner must know 
that the genera'l rule, (the MDP) is no longer applicable, but a- 
specific rule must be used instead for the verbs promise and ask . 
Here we are concerned with an instance of complexity factor (B) . 

However, in the 1 case of the verb ask comprehension is further 
complicated. This verb is unusual in that it can either violate 
the MDP, as in (5) or, it can follow the rule, as in (6): 

(6) John "^a^H^ed Bill to leave - 

When ask occurs in structures in which the MDP is .violated, it 
is used to ask questions, while in structures which follow the 
MDP, it occurs with a different meaning, namely in the sense of ' 
a request/ hence ask g and ask r respectively . While the verb 
promise is a consistent exception to the MDP, two conflicting 
structures 'can be associated with the verb ask . This verb thus 
involves complexity factor (C) and it is therefore considered 
more difficult than the verb promise . The greater the variety 
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of deep structure configurations the lexicon associates with 
the main verb of a sentence, the more complicated the sentence 
should.be {Fodor, Garett & Bever, 1968). Furthermore , , if two 
structures associated with ±he same verb require conflicting 
rules for their analysis, then the degree of complexity will be 
considerably increased (Chomsky, 1969) : 

The three levels of complexity with regard to MDP "application 
^involving complexity factors (B) and (C) are shown in Table 1 
taken from Chomsky 1969 (p. 17). Notice also that structure (e) 
('John asked Bill (for permission) to leave 1 ) is ambiguous 
within itself, in that the potential subject of the complement 
verb can be either NP 1 or NP 2 , a problem wffich will be discussed 
later in this paper (see p. 29ff ) . 

Table 1 . . * 

Three Levels of Complexity with Regard to MDP Application 

Complement Construction Rule for MDP Application 

1. Normal pattern 
a. John told Bil,l to leave. 

-b. John asked-j^ Bill • to leave. 

2. Consistent exception 

c. John promised Bill tp,- leave. 

3. Inconsistent exception 

d. John asked 2 Bill what to do. 

e. John asked3 Bill (for per- 
mission) to leave. 

THE MAIN FINDINGS OF C. CHOMSKY 1 S (1969) STUDY 

Chomsky interviewed 40 children (aged 5 to 10 years) in order' 
to test the^r comprehension of the previously mentioned struc- 




APPLY xMDP, SUB J = NP 2 

VIOLATE MDP, SUB J « NP X 
VIOLATE MDP, SUB J « NP 



Was. She' also investigated the children • s^ understanding of V 
pronominal izati on which will not be dealt with here, as h has 
only been followed ap in two later studies (d' Angle jan & Tucker 
197.5 > r . Chrfstensen, 1974). Major developmental stages of indi- 
vidual structures as well as the developmental sequence of the 
various structures are reported below. 

Complement structur es with the predicates eager/easy to see * 

The child who has not yet. learned ; the difference between ' ' 
these two superficially similar sentences but processes both 
sentences according t6 the general rule, will interpret senten- 
ces such as (2) incorrectly to mean 'it is easy for John to see ' 
instead of the correct interpretation 'it is easy for someone ' 
to see John 1 , / 

Complement structures with the verb promise as main verb 

When children were given comprehension tasks involving the 
verbs tell and promise T 

; ) 

» * 

O 

(7) Donald Duck tells Bozo to do a somersault 

(8) Donald Duck promises Bozo to do a somersault, 

sr.*.. 

4 developmental stages were defined. At the "first stage children 
would interpret both sentences in accordance with the MDP , i.e. 
they would get all sentences with Wh right and get all senten- 
ces with promise wrong. At a second stage both and NP 2 
would be assigned as subjects for both verbs and the children 
would interpret both structures incorrectly. Then follows a 
stage of correct subject assignment to tell-constructions, while 



"responses are mixed in the case of constructions with promise . 
Finally the children consistently violate the*©'? in. Structures 
like (8) while they follow the rule in structures like (7) 

Complemen t structures with the verb' ask as main verb - V * '' 

Children who have, not learned when to apply the "exception to 
the MDP, will apply the regular rule and interpret ^9) 



(9) • Ask John. what to paint/' 

• >* 

as if it had the meaning of (10) * 

(10) Ask John what he should paint 

■Consequently these children respond to (9) with the sentence 
'John,- what do you want to paint?' .instead of the correct 
answer 'what should I paint?' 

.In addition to the above response, Chomsky found that more 
than half of her subjects responded to ask in such sentences.:., 
as (9) , as if ask were synonymous with tell. Moreover, subjects, 
especially the younger children^ would respond in a similar "• 
manner to less complicated sentences. Frequent responses to 
sentences such as 'ask Jo'e his last name?' and -'ask John what 
colour this is?' would be 'Foster' and 'it is red'." 

On the basis of the results of her investigations, fn which 
she concentrated on the following three structures: 

(a) ask/tell Laura what colour this is .(.case 1) y 

(b) ask/tell Laura the colour of this book ,£case 2) 

(c) ask/tell Laura what to feed the doll Tease 3) 



Chomsky .was .able to document 5 stages of development (Table 2 
below) in the child's comprehension of ask + an additional 
substage (Stage A+) : 



Table 2 



Stage A. 
Stage B. 

Stage C. 

Stage D . 
Stage E. 



PiVe developmental stages 



Subjects would tell rather than ask in response 
to simple sentences such as (a) . "~ 

Subjects would respond correctly to (a) sen- 
tences, where all elements of the response 
are present in the complement, but would tell 
in response to (b) sentences. ' 

Subjects would respond correctly to the simple - 

ask constructions of type (a) and (b) , but ' 
would tell in response to Sentences calling 'for 
the violation of the MDP ±h type "(c),. * 

Subjects would ask in response to sentences 
calling for the exception, but would choose 
the wrong subject for the wh-clause. 

Subjects would respond correctly to all of the 
test sentences. 



'Stage A+. Sub jects" would give both ask and tell responses. 

freely,, but not necessarily to appropriate in- 
structions. 



Developmental sequences 

Chomsky's subjects showed a high correlation of success for 
the differe nces of consfrnr tl ons in - quootion. Oh eHfetmd- 



that all her subjects had acquired the- construction easy to 
see. (at age 8.6) before the st ructures with promise (8.10), 



while askg stage (E) was not mastered by all children in any 
age group. She organized the' children according to the ask/tell 
stage into which they fell, and her results showed increased 
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successes with the structure with easy to see and promise at 
higher ask/tell stages, irrespective of the age of the chjLid. 
None of the children at stage (A) and (fi) of ask has both the . 
other constructions correct, while every child at stage (E) 
succeeds also with promise , A child may know promise without 
knowing ask , but he does no % know ask without knowing promise . 
Similarly, he may know easy to see without having mastered 
promise , but not the other way round. Chomsky's results thus 
confirm the hypothesis that the child learns to apply the lin- 
guistic processes in the simpler cases first and only then pro- 
- ceeds to^ use it in the more complex cases. 

ACQUISITION IN OLDER CHILDREN AND (YOUNG) ADULTS ^ 

The fact that the more complex constructions with ask had 
not been^acguired by all children in Chomsky's study gave rise 
to later studies with older children and adults as subjects. 

Sanders (1971) tested 40 adults (mean age 23.18) for their 
competence on ask/tell -constructions and competence was found 
lacking even in adult native speakers. 21 subjects were wrong 
at least once, and 34% of all answers to ask^ , case 3 y were wrong. 
Half the subjects gave at least one wrong answer and 80% of 
these were given to ask^, case 3. However, the obtained results 
must be seen as a product of the situation in which the testing 
took place. The "abstract" setting in which the experiment took 
- plac e is likely to have influenced -performance, a: problem which 
we return to; later in this paper (see p. 37). 

In order to throw light on the Lenneberg hypothesis of a 
critical period for language learning, Kranfer, Koff & Lurj.a 
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(1972) tested older children- and young' adults (from 8 to 20 
years of age) for their competence on ask/tell-constructions. 
Developmental stages found by Chomsky for Ss below 8 years were 
duplicated ^ above age 8. Older groups had 2 competent Ss for 
every S who lacked the competence. No age group was found with 
all Ss competent. Subjects who had not been found competent 
in the original experiment, • were tested two years later to see 
whether competence had increased. The hypothesis was that Ss 
who upon' the first testing did not have the exceptional struc- 
ture (askg, case 3) and who were within the "language-plastic"' 
age range (see Lenneberg, 1967) would be more likely to induce' 
the rule than would Ss aged 12" and' over when retested some 2 
years later. Their findings gave no support for this hypothesis. 
The proportion of Ss who failed to demonstrate competence in 
the original test but who succeeded 2 years after w # s the same 
for Ss over the age of 12 as for Ss under the age of 12, When 
retested all age groups improved, but no evidence for a greater 
improvement of complexity for' the younger language-^stic-aged N 
Ss was found. * M 

V 

A study carried out by Kessel (1970) involving 6-12 year 
olds will not be reported here, because the experimental method 
adopted has been shown to.be an inadequate test of whether or not 
Ss had the exceptional structure (Kramer, Kof f & Luria, 1972) . 
The Ss were required to choose between pairs of pictures as pos- 
sib le dep ictions of sentences spoken by the experimenter, but 



as the pictures indicated who was the subject of an ask/tell 
instruction, it was not possible to discriminate the last two 
stages (D) and (E) . 
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ACQUISITION IN L„ LEARNERS 

In order to test the hypothesis that first and second lan- 
guage learning derive from the same underlying process (see 
e.g. Dulay a Burt, 1972, 197.4; Erwin-Tripp, 1974), two experi-^ 
,ments have been 'designed to investigate the acquisition of the. f 
exceptional structures in L 2 learners of English (d'Anglejan &" 
Tucker, 1975; Kvistgaard Petersen, 1981). 

d'Anglejan S Tucker (1975) analysed the performance of 40 
male subjects, 20 beginners (BEG) and 20 advanced learners (ADV) , 
all military personnel attending a language school in Quebec, 
and 20 English Canadians (NS) studying French as a second lan- 
guage functioneS-as a control group. The investigators adoJWfed 
Chomsky's methodology, though with minor changes. ?n order to 
test Ss' comprehension of the structure easy to see they dld^not 
make use of a blindfolded doll (see Chomsky, 1969 for details 
and Chomsky, 1972, for a change in procedure)*. This procedure 
has been criticized on the grounds that a blindfolded doll is 
in fac s t a little difficult to see. This factor may influence 
Ss' response to the test 'sentence 'Is this doll easy or hard 
to see'? Instead, their subjects were presented with a number 
of sentences -and asked to identify the deep subjects of the 
infinitives in these sentences: 



(11) Mary is anxious to go 
Who will go?' 



(12) The president is interesting to interview 
Who is doxng the interviewing? 

This procedure was also used to test comprehension of the verb 
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promise instead of a manipulation of toys as in Chomsky's orig- 
inal study: 



(13) Jim persuaded Jack to read his letter 
Who will read this letter? 



d Angle j an & Tucker found no evidence of language learning strat- 
egies different from those reported in the literature for child 
native, speakers, and on the basis of their results they were 
able to draw an analogy between performance of their BEG and the 
youngest children in Chomsky's group. The ADV. subjects performed 
similarly to the NS on the less difficult items and mid-way 
between the two groups on some of the more difficult items. The 
researchers also report a developmental pattern similar to that 
reported by Chomsky for child native speakers. It was clear 
that BEG did not perceive the difference in deep structure 
between sentences suoh as 'Ann is fun to visit/Mary is anxious 
to go', they applied the general rule in , most instances. They 
also had problems in violating the MDP in the case of the verb 
P rom±se and their response on the ask-sentences which violated 
the MDP appeared to be random (see Table 3 below) . 



Table 3 



French. Learners of English 
(d ' Angle j an & Tucker, 1975, p. 291) 
Proporti ons of* Errors 



ERJC 





Easy to see 


Promise 


Ask 


BEG 


.73 


.25 


.50 


ADV 


.14 


.04 


.13 


NS 


.00 


.07 


.08 






I? 













In addition to d'Anglejan & Sucker's study of French L 2 
learners of English, yet another study of L 2 learners has been 
carried out (Kvistgaard Petersen, 1981) . The performance of 48 
subjects acquiring English as their L 2 |, 24 secondary school 
children, aged 13 (BEG), and 24 high school students, aged 18,. 
(ADV) , was tested. 

In. order to t.est the construction easy to see , half the sub- 
jects received Chomsky's test -with the blindfolded doll, the ' 
other half received a battery of test sentences and were asked 
to identify the subjects 'of these sentences, as in the study 
carried out by d'Anglejan & Tucker* Sentences with O-adjectives 
human object (16), in which it is evident that NP 1 is not the 
subject ctf the infinitive (books do not read), were added to sen- 
' tences with O-adjectives + human object (17) and sentences with 
S-adjectives (15) : 

(15) Peter is pleased to stay (S-ad jective) 

(16) The book is fun to read (O-adjective - human object) 

(17) Ann is fun to visit (O-adjective + human object 

It was hypothesized that order of difficulty would correspond 
with the order given above. In addition, the intention was to 
find out whether Ss who received^ 'structure with O-adjective - 
human object as their initial; test-sentence and who mastered 
this structure would be able to use it as a modJl for their 
interpretation of the more difficult structures with human ob- 
jects. . '* 

The results confirmed the proposed order of difficulty. All 
Ss mastered structures* with S-adjectiVes , while?75% in the BEG 



group were succesful with the construction O-adjective - human ob- 
ject, against 25% with theconstruction O-adjective + human ob- \ 
ject. Ss who mastered the latter structure had all received a 
structure with O-adjective - human object as their initial test- 
sentence. However, the experiment showed that only half of the 
children who could have behef ited from the introduction of a 
model sentence with O-adjective - human object were in fact able 
to use this information. In the ADV group all Ss mastered the 
construction with 0-adjecti V es - human object, while performance 
was 83% correcV on the construction O-adjective '+ human object 
. both for Ss who. started with a sentence with O-adjective - human 
object, and those who did not. 

. When the results of the experiment with the test sentences 
(O-Vadjectives + human objects) were compared with the results of 
the Chomsky- test, no differences were found for ADV learners 
(83% correct) . Performance was 8% correct for BEG in the latter 
test. 

Developmental stages for the verbs promise and ask' found in ■ 
previous studies were duplicated, though with the difference 
that choice of wrong subject, typical for Stage (D) subjects 
of ask/tell constructions, occurred not only for the verb ask , 
as reported by Chomsky, but alsa in structures with the verb 
tell. 0)he results (overall performance ) of the study of Danish 
' L 2 lear l iers , p f English are presented in Table 4 below. ' 

Order of acquisition for the structures in question was the 
same fot Danish subjects acquiring English as their L 0 as" for ~ ' 
English children acquiring these structures as part of their 
mother tongue, as far as the verbs promis e and ask are con- 

— -q 
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Table 4 



Danish Learners of English 5 
(Kyistgaard Petersen, 1981, p. 121) 
Percentage : of Correct Performance 




1 I 

Jr « 

I: 



Easy to 
see 



Promise 



Ask 



| ) BEG 



cerned. For both groups promise is acquired before ask , case 3, 

— q 

^he-^BE€-g3E^up~%h-±s — 



Not so for the GjQiisiiruaLioja to see^E-B- 



^ structure was not acquired 'before structure&'with promise , as 
case in Chomsky 1 s- study . Nor was acquired before 



V*as 



ft™ 7 

f&se 3^of ask , on the other hand, it was the most difficult 
of the iSiree structures for BEG. d •Angle jan & Tucker report no 
difference in sequential order as compared with the order obtained 
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by Chomsky, but from their results- (Table 3) it appears that 
the construction easy to see was also the most difficult con- 
■ struction for their BECJ. 



The role of 1^ 



f . t ; An interesting aspect' to be considered is whether L- learners' 
when processing unfamiliar TL structures will relate these to 
Similar sentences in their native language. In instances in 
which L x sentences can provide clues to the appropriate 'inter- 
pretation of the TL sentences, it might be advantageous to do 
so. This is the case for the distinction between structures (1) 
and (2) ('John is eager to see/John is easy to see'). In Danish 
the two structures are differentiated by means of a preposition. 

In sentences with S-ad jectives, in which the general rule 
applies, the complement verb is preceeded by a preposition, as 
in (18) . In contrast, there is no prsposition preceding the 
complement verb in structures with O-ad jectives (19), in which 
case the listener must understand that "someone else" is the 
subject of the- complement verb: 



(18) John er ivrig efter at se .{John is eager to see) 

(19) John er let at se (John is easy to see). 



In r*«u«U, the complement verb is preceded by the preposition, 
de in the case of constructions with S-adqectives: 

(20) John est triste de partir 
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while in sentences with O-adjectives the complement verb is 
preceded by the proposition a: 

(21) Le President est difficile a voir. 

The surface structure of the, French sentences" Slakes explicit 
the grammatical relationships in jthe deep structure, whereas 
the surface structure of the English sentences does not. 

There is no evidence, however, either in the studies of the 
French learners of English or in the study of the Danish learners 
of English that Ss reverted to the syntactic structures of 
their native languages as a strategy to aid-comprehension. They 
did not make use of their knowledge of a distinction in the I^s 
when trying to process the TL language structures. BEG applied , 
the general rule in nearly all instances which is the strategy 
typically found with child native -language learners. Thus these 
learners appear to draw upon their own incipient rule system in 
English dealing directly with the data" of the TL-processing the 
linguistic data of the TL independently of the syntax of their ' 
native language. •. . ' 

THE IMPORTANCE OF THE EXPERIMENTAL SITUATION 



A very important factor to be considered when analysing ex- 
perimental data is the experimental set-up itself. The child's 
interpretation of the s ituation in which he is questioned , his 
interpretation of the experimenter's intention, etc J may play 
an important role in the way he responds. In this connection 

■ " 

C. Chomsky admits that the interview situation may favour a* 
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tell-response. It is more likely that one is expected to give 
out information than to ask for it, she says, and it is very 
likely that the children's responses may have been influenced 
by this expectation. This very important point has been taken 
up by Warden (1981) . Qn 'the basis of the appropriate context 
for the speech acts of asking and telling, Warden argues that 
Chomsky's task was inappropriate for testing children's com- 
-^prehension of ask g and tell , in that her task biased children 
towards telling rather than asking. In order to respond cor- 
rectly to an experimenter's instruction to ask a listener some- 
thing, a speaker must assume that he has to find out something 
for himself/the experimenter, or that he has to test the 
listener's knowledge on the experimenter's behalf. Furthermore 
the speaker's subsequent performance of the act of asking may 
be further .influenced by whether he himself -knows the answer to 
the experimenter's question. In order to respond in a meaning- 
ful way to a _tell- instruct ion the speaker must assume either 
that the listener/the experimenter does not know the answer, or 
t^at^e has to demonstrate his knowledge by telling the experi- 
menter/the listener. Within Chomsky's experimental task, a 
speaker was justified in assuming that his task was either to 
enlighten the experimenter (in response to an ask instruction) 
or to demonstrate his own knowledge (in response to a tell - 
instruction) but, argues Warden* if the experimenter had wanted 
to ask/tell the listener something he could have done so himself 
and the task is deficient . in so, far as the experimenter should 
not have been in a position to ask or teH the listener himself. 
Consequently, the speaker is justified in assuming that his* 
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' knowledge is being tested. i 

In an attempt to correct the apparent methodological weak- 
ness in Chomsky's study, Warden (1981) replicated "Chomsky «s 
original study with 20 "children between 4^0 and 5; 9 as subjects 
He adopted her method of assessment based on children's appro- 
priate performance of' the relevant speech acts when instructed 
to do so, but he altered the interpersonal context of experi- 
menter, speaker and listener "in an attempt to make these speech 
acts more natural". Warden altered the location so that the ex- 
perimenter was no longer in a position to ask/tell the listener 
himself. In his task one child was engaged with a game or book 
in a playlike situation in one corner of a room, while the other 
was taken to the opposite corner of the room behind a black- 
board. He was then presented with the first reference object 
(a stapler or. a bosun's pipe) and asked whether he' knew what 
it was. Having ensured that the child knew the object in- 
question, he was asked to 'Go and ask/tell X what it is'. After 
S had responded to the instruction, the two children changed 
roles and the second child carried out the next instruction in 
a similar fashion. 

When changing the experimental set-up as described above, 
Warden was able to reverse Chomsky's findings. Tell-responses 
no longer predominated, on the contrary, a significantly higher 
frequency of correct responses to the verb ask as compared to 
the verb tell was obtained. However, Warden's attempt to make 
speech acts more natural involves >a bias towards an ask-inter- 
pretation of the given instructions. He admits that asking was 
the more natural response and gives the following reasons. 



In his task, which was set up as an instructional one, ask- 
instructions were presented so that S was to assume, that he wa,s 
to test the listener's knowledge, whereas tell -instructions 
were presented so that S conveyed some novel or interesting in- 
formation to his listener. But, argues Warden, tell -instructions 
were contextually inappropriate, * because the "felicity condi-; 
tibns" for telling were no t"-f ti 1 f i 1 led>. tffie speech act ; of telling 
requires that the speaker .Ic-nows something which his listener \ 
does not know and might like to know, but the reference objects 
chosen for the task, though unusual, were "not beyond the ken 
of 5-year-olds", and speakers must have assumed that their 
listeners did not need to J?e told, and the listeners on their 
part revealed no interest in obtaining the information. In ad- 
dition to the aspects pointed out by Warden, another relevant - 
factor may be the way in which the task was introduced to the 
dhild. The experiment was always initiated with S being asked, 
a question himself (his knowledge of the reference .object being 
tested) , and it is possible that this may be influential in 
setting the procedure for further actions. 

Warden's study shows the importance 6f the experimental set 
up, a change in the experimental situation may greatly influence 
the obtained results, which is in agreement with results ob- Jl 
tained in other areas of child language studies (e.g. Trosborg, 
1982). However, Warden also claims that the child is aware of 
the inappropriateness of an ask-response in Chomsky's test and 
of a tell-response in his own study and therefore adapts his 
responses to .meet the felicity conditions for asking and telr. 
ling. As we have seen his claim meets With a certain amount of 
evidence, but there is also contradictory evidence to be found. 
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In his own data Ss "overgeneralize" the ask-response to situa- 
tions in which it is clearly inappropriate. In response to in- 
structions to 'Go and tell X where you live' and to 'go and 
tell X what you had for breakfast, Ss also gave ask-responses, 
although they 'had no reason to believe that the listeners pos- 
sessed this knowledge . This evidence suggests to me that the 
child does not. change his response from"a tell - to' an ask- 
response, because he is conscious of the implications of the 
involved felicity conditions'. Rather he" responds to the situa- 
tion as a whole, overlooking a .change in ' thj^erbal'instf^tion. 
* In :4 nsta nc'es iff which Si?m not understand ^instruction fully 
- respond to wha-t they interpret._to.be the experimenter's 

* intention, and what is the most li&ly response in a given situ- 
ation 'may determine performance. It seems that Warden is con- 
fusing a distinction between knowledge of the felicity -condi- 
tions for asking and telling andean interpretation of the .ex- 
perimental set-up as a whole, inpoth' studies (Chomsky's and 
Warden's) contextual cues may have been the prime determiners ; 
of the children's responses. 

In addition to the task mentioned above, Warden also car- 
ried out a picture identification task. See Chomsky (1982) for 
a criticism of that st€&y. 

ACQUISITION IN 1^ LEARNERS OF DANISH 

A study pf 48 children, aged 7-10, acquiring Danish as their 
mother tongue, was undertaken (Christensen, 1974) in order to 
investigate whether developmental stages and sequences found 

L l ac 3uisition of English would be parallelled in ^ acqui- 



sition of a language other than English. ' 

A translation into Danish of the English structures in ques- 
tion did not present problems apart from a minor change in the 
case of askq, case 3. Chomsky tested comprehension of this 
exceptional structure by asking' two children to cooperate to 
perform several actions, and they received instructions like 
the following: 

f . t (22) Would you first ask X what to feed the doll 

(23) Now would you then tell X what to feed the dpll - 

The child's correct interpretation of these sentences is de- 
pendent on his knowledge of when to follow the-MDP, as in;(23), 
andVhen to violate it, as in v (22) . In Danish, however, it is ' 
not possible to leave out the pronoun in the complement clause, 
it has to be explicitly mentioned. The translation equivalents 
of the English, instructions would.be (24) -and (25): 

(24) Ask X what you should feed the "doll 

(25) Tell X what she should feed the doll 

and it is no longer possible to test the children's knowledge 
of when to follow/violate the MDP in assigning a subject to the 
complement clauses. Therefore, the sentences were reconstructed 
as follows: 



(26) Trold asks Pondus what he should feed the doll 

(27) Trold tells Pondus what he should feed the doll 
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The children were asked to take on the roles of the two dolls, 
and in assigning a referent to the pronoun, a choice between 
NPj^ and NP 2 had to be made. 

The results of the Danish study showed that the stages de- 
fined by 'Chomsky on the basis of L ± acquisition of English were 
found in 1^ acguis|.ton of Danish as well, though with a dif- 
ference in the number of Ss assigned to Stage (A+) of ask/tell- ' 
constructions. While the children in Chomsky f s' study who did- 
not know ask and tell are reported to tell almost exclusively 
(only 4 children were at Stage (A+) <and the stage itself has 
been defined only as a sub stage ) , no less than half the Danish 
children (35 out of 48) were at Stage (A+) , i.e. they gave mixed ! 
responses to .ask/tell instructions. Perhaps the findings- of the 
Danish study are not so surprising. A stage of fluctuation be- 
• fore a rule becomes stable is well known in child language ac- 
quisition and was also found in the case of the verb promise (Stage 

2) in L x and I» 2 learners of English as well as L .learners of 

9 

Danish. Rather it seems surprising that Only 4 of Chomsky's Ss 
were"%t Stag* (A+) . Calling Warden's study to mind, .it is likely 
that this^fference may occur as a result of the change in the 
experimental set-up in the Danish 1^ study. When the children 
took on the roles of the two dolls, their personal engagement 
and the roles thereby associated no longer existed. In this way, 
the bias towards a tell/ask interpretation was eliminated, in 
that the dolls could be conceived of as neutral as to wanting/ 
testing/requesting Information. The situation did not direct 
the child to suppo^Lthat one bf the dolls was necessarily 
asking/telling „ 
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A difference in. sequential order between the acquisition Of 

the English versus the Danish structures could be predicted in 

the case of the verbs ask g and , promise , 'in English ask was 

more difficult than promise , because it has to be kept distinct 

from asJc r (Complexity factor (C) ) . In Danish, the two verbs are 

distinguished lexically '(ask r = bede, and ask , = sp0rge ) , as 

is also the base, in German, which distinguishes between bitten 

(ask r ) and fragen (ask g ) . As complexity factor (C) no longer 

obtains in the case of the Da&ish lexical item for ask , there 

q' 

is no reason why the Danish children should find ask more 

2 

difficult than promise and that is exactly the results we find.* 

Another interesting difference in order of acquisition was 
the fact that the structure easy to see was not consistently 
easier than promise or ask^ . Tftis construction presented, diffi- 
culties even for the older children, which is an interesting 
parallel to the lack of comprehension found in tfte BEG group 
of Danish L 2 learners of English (see this paper p. 19) . 

d'Anglejan & Tucker suggest that these specific structures 
would not necessarily be candidates for late acquisition by 
French children, since their surface structures are not- ambigu- 
ous, but unfortunately there are no data on native language 
acquisition in French children which would allow them to exam- 
ine this more closely. The Danish study reported above provides 
such data. The possibility exists that the presence of a pre- 
position in structures with S-adjectives as compared to struc- 
tures with O-adjectives without a preposition preceding the 
infinitival complement verb would facilitate acquisition. How- 
ever, evidence points to the contrary. All the children, in 

' 7 
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Chomsky's study had acquired the exceptional structure at .the 
age of 8.6, which was not the case for' the Danish children. In, 
fact, no age group tested was found with all Ss competent. 

It is likely that the explicit distinction between the two 
different constructions in the form of a preposition marking 
structures with S-adjectives is of little help, because it is 
the structure following the general rule (S-adjectives) which 
is marked, while ' t^fe exceptional structure (C-adjectives) is 
left unmarked. 



STRUCTURE S WITH (potentially) AMBIGPOOS REFERENCE (ask j 

4 studies deal with the performance on structures with ask 
with (potentially) ambiguous reference (Chomsky, 1969; 
Christensen, 19*4; d'Anglejan & Tucker, 1975; Kvistgaard 
Petersen, 1981) . Sentences of the-kind presented in (28) : 



■r 



(28) Bill asked John to leave/go first in line, etc. 

are ambiguous within themselves. The complement verb relates 
either to the main clause object "(NP 2 ) as "a request for some- 
body to- do something" . or it may relate to the main clauses 
subject (NP^ in the sense of "a request for permission", al- 
t though the latter interpretation is less likely (Chomsky, 1969: 
pp. 12, 17, 53) . 

In Chomsky's experiment only 1 child out of 40 assigned the 
less likely interpretation to the ambiguous sentences, i.e. he 
assigned KJ> 1 as complement in violation of the MDP. A different 
pattern emerges in the Danish study of 1^ learners. While 28 

'"f 
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out of 48 assigned sentence (29) 

(29) Trold asks Pohdus to go first in line 
its most likely interpretation 

NP 1 . requests. NP 2 to go first in line,, ' 
only 1 child interpreted (29) as 

NP 2 requests NP ± to go first in line! 

The remaining 19 children interpreted the verb in the sense of 
a request for permission but showed a difference in subject 
assignment: 



NE>2 asks NPi for permission to go first in line 
(12 children) 

NP X asks NP, for permission to go first in line 
(7 children) 



The majority of the children who assigned a request for per- 
mission interpretation to the main verb still followed the MDP 
thus assigning the wrong subject to the complement verb, while 
only 7 children assigned NP 1 as subject for the complement 
verb which is correct if -the main verb is interpreted in the 
sense of a request for permission. 

. Maybe, this difference can be explained with reference to 
the use of the Danish verb bede (ask ) . This verb is very fre- 
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quent in requests for objects an,d occurs in the cMld ■ s early 
instructions oh how t^^make polite requests: 

• ' % , . ■ : . 

(30) Ma jeg bede om en kage (Can I have a cake, please) 

It- is interesting, though, that the majority of the children 
(12 .against 7) who interpref^the Danish verb bede (ask^,) • in the 
sense of permission still assign NP 2 as the subject for the 
complement verb in accordance with the MDP A instead of violating 
this rule. - 1 , ; 

The two groups' of L., learners (French and Danish) were pre- 
sented with test sentences like the following 

(31) The child asked the teacher to leave the room, 

r 

in which there is a potential conflict between the most likely 
semantic interpretation (that it is the child who should leave 
the room) -and that suggested by the syntactic form of the sen- 
tence (that the teacher should leave the room) . In both experi- 
ments these sentences occurred together with sentences in which' 
no such conflict existed 

(32) The teacher asked the child to leave the room. ■ 

In (32) the choice of 'child' as subject of the complement verb 
is consistent with the' MDP and with the most likely semantic 
interpretation (teachers are much more likely to ask children 
to leave the room than .the converse). 
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The fihdings of the two experiments were different, however, 
d ' Angle j an & Tucker found that their BEG tended to rely on sem- 
antic information (.80) more than 3a- syntactic information (.20) 
to- provide clues_ to the likely interpretation of these senten- 
ces. For BEG semantic information was/ powerful , even when it was 
in competition with a broad syntactic rule. Also for the ADV 
group responses influenced by meaning rather than syntactic form 
predominated (.65 vs .55). NS were almost equally divided (.45 
vs .55), which shows that both semantic and syntactic constraints 
exerted a strong pull on these Ss. 

In contrast, the Danish learners exhibited a different 
pattern, in that both groups tended to rely on syntactic infor- 
mation rather than on semantic clues for their interpretation of 
these sentences (BEG 80% vs 20%, ADV 60% vs 40% , respectively) . 

In both studies, though, there was a growing awareness of a 
potential conflict between the most likely semantic interpreta- 
tion of the sentence and that suggested by its syntactic form. 
ADV learners were more inclined to utilize a combination of syn- 
tactic and semantic information and the conflict between the two 
were explicitly stated by some on the Danish I> 2 learners. 

For an interpretation of their findings d' Angle jan & Tucker 
refer to Macnamara's (1973) contention that second language 
learners like young children probably use meaning as a clue to 
language, rather than language as a clue to meaning. If they 
guess at the probable meaning that a speaker is trying to convey • 
and then attempt to map this onto the linguistic structure, the 
content of a sentence may be more salient that its form. An 
analysis of ^ learners interpretation of temporally related 
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sequences (Trosborg, 1982) showed ability in Ss to utilize 

semantic information vin order to determine sequential order 

) ■ 

before general syntactic principles were established. An inter- 
pretation along these lines of the difference in., performance 
between the French and the Danish L 2 learners would imply that 
the MDP has been less well established as a general rule for 
the French learners as compared to the Danish ♦ 

DISCUSSION . 

In this paper we have compared the findings of Chomsky's 
original study of the acquisition of some complex syntactic 
structures in English children acquiring their mother tongue 
with the findings '.of a number of later studies. These studies 
involve native speakers of English (children and adults) , French 
and Danish learners of English as' a second language, as well 
as native language acquisition of the corresponding Danish 
^structures. The findings show that general syntactic principles'* 
are clearly at work in spite of different cognitive and lin- 
guistic skills on the part of the learners,, as well as dif- 
ferent learning situations. Good evidence was found for struc- 
tural parallels between second language learning which took 
place under classroom conditions with very little naturalistic 
exposure and child native language acquisition. A similar de- 
velopmental pattern occurs in spite of gr9ss differences in the 
range of age and individual experience, as well as differences 
in L x background (French and Danish) . In addition, uniform 
patterns of 1^ development across languages (English and Danish) 
were found. 
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Evidence obtained in the two Danish studies indicated a de- 
velopmental pattern similar to that .reported in previous studies 
/Chomsky, 1969, for child native speakers; Sanders, 1971, for 
;>dults; Kramer^_Koff & ; Luria, 19-T2rr'for o'fder" GhirdreiTand young" 
adults; d'Anglejan & Tucker, 1975, for cognitively mature adult 
l» 2 learners). However, the proportion of Ss identified as be- . 
longing to Stage (A+) of ask/tell -cohstructions (random response) 
differed considerably in .the two studies of child native 
speakers (4 children in Chomsky's study against 25 children 
learning Danish as their L^) . This, difference has been ex- 
plained, though, in terihs of the bias in Chomsky's experiment 
towards a tell response/' just as an overinterpretation of tell 
tb mean ask in Warden's study could be explained- with reference, 
to a bias towards an ask-interpretation. A difference was also 
f#und when the performances of banish L 2 learners were compared 
to those of Chomsky's children. At ask/tell constructions Stage 
(D) , Danish BEG assigned the wrong subject to tell - as well as 
ask-constructions. In response to an instruction like ''Tell NP 
Which cup to use', 2/3 of the BEG chose I instead .of you as 
subject of the complement verb and responded 'I will use the 
red cup 1 . In contrast, all ADV Ss followed the MDP and cor- 
rectly assigned you -as subject. of the complement verb when they 
were instructed to tei|L. The finding that BEG are confused about 
subject assignment of fioth tell - and ask -constructions at this 
stage of development points to random subject assignment , rather 
than overgeneralization of the rules for tell to involve ask- 
constructions as well. Likewise, d 1 Angle jan & Tucker report 
random response for their BEG on ask -constructions, case 3. 
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In addition to the establishment of similar developmental 
stages for each of the specific constructions; the .findings 
also point to a regular seque nce of ac q uisit i on for *.hft«a 
' structures, with one exception, though. Chomsky found, that her 
children had acquired ; the construction easy to see before con- 
structions .with promise, which in turn preceded acquisition of 
askg, case 3. For 1^ learners of Danish, a deviation from the 
established sequential order was noted, in that easy to see . 
was not consistently easier than the other structures in ques- 
tion. Interestingly enough, this deviation was also found among 
the BEG of Danish and French L 2 learners of English. Considering 
the structural implications of the structures in question, there 
does not seem to be any obvious reason why easy to see should 
be acquired before promise and ask , .case 3. All 3 structures 
are difficult because they do not correspond with some general • 
expectations held by learners, but apart from that there is no 
dependence/similarity between easy to see and the other two 
types of structure. Therefore, it is just as striking that 
Chomsky's child learners of English exhibit this pattern, as 
it is that Danish 1^ and L 2 learners, and French L 2 learners ' 
as well;, do not. 1 • 

A further difference in sequential order was established 
when the findings of the Danish study qf learners were com- 
pared with Chomsky's original findings. Structures with promise 
were not acquired before structures with ask^, case 3, as it 
was the case in her study, but, as has been pointed out (see 
p. 28) this difference can be accounted for by reference to the 
difference between the two linguistic systems. Danish has two 
different lexical items for ask g and ask r , which means that 
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complexity factor e, by means of which promise and ; ask is 
distinguished in English, no longer obtains in Danish. Taking 
this information into, account, it is interesting that Danish 
\L 2 learners of English showed the same pattern as the English 
Children, i.e. they, too, found ask g more difficult than promise , 
even though this was not so for Danish L learners. This seems 
to present further evidence for d 'Angle jan & Tucker's suggestion 
(in confirmation of Brown, 19 73) to the effect that the degree 
of linguistic complexity inherent in" the sentences is indeed a 
critical factor in determining the order of acquisition of 
certain grammatical features and that this factor operates in 
both native language and adult second language learning. There 
seem to be structural regularities in the target language that 
determine the course of gleaming for both first and second lan- 
guage learners. i 

The question also arises .why adult native speakers do not 
perform any better than they do on the exceptional structure 
of ask^ (case 3) . The percentage of correct performance re- 
ported in the studies of older children and" adults (Kramer, 
Koff & Luria, 1972; Sanders, 1971) amounts to no more than 2/3, 
which is an exact parallel to the performance found in the 
study of Danish L., learners of English. The performance found 
by'd'Anglejan & Tucker was superior, but as it has been men- 
tioned, the method they employed (picture identification) is an 
inadequate measure of stages (D) and (E) . 

According to Menyuk (1977) and Lyons (1977), it is not all 
native speakers who achieve fill competence of their mother 
tongue. They present evidence that points to th e S relevance of 
talking about degrees of competence even in native speakers, 
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but when as large a proportion as 1/3 of a number of different 
populations are shown to be incompetent, it seems to .suggest a 
need for other explanations . The abstract setting in which 
most of the- "experiments took place no doubt increases task dif- 
ficulty. Test sentences were inappropriately integrated into 
the experimental situation, if integrated at all., See e.g. 
Sanders (1971) in which task Ss on request should question the 
interviewer of the shape, size, colour etc. of 4 blocks. Con- 
' sequently, the Resting procedure places demands on the subjects 
that clearly, differ from those of actual communication. Another 
possibility is that maybe there is no one answer to the questions 
asked to test ask g , case 3 ('Ask Laura what to paint? '). Would 
we not be justified in responding 

(33) Laura, what should be painted? 



or even 



(34) Laura, what should we paint? 

It appears that we cannot judge the correctness of the child's 
utterances purely on the basis of the occurrence of I as sub-, 
ject in their response-sentence. ,The test instruction seems to 
demand identification of the object to be painted, while it has 
to be inferred from the interactional setting rather than the 
linguistic instruction 'who' is to do the Jainting'. Therefore, 
it seems that in some situations we ask si to respond to the 
situational set up, while in other situations they are requested 



to neglect the experimental situation, and respond exclusively 
on the basis ,of the syntactic construction. However, the experi- 
ments show that given the same situations, 1^ and L learners 
exhibit similar patterns of performance. - ■ ',f>.~.~.. . . 

Finally, attention should be drawn to ffome recent research 
referred to by Meisel (in press). Theoretical and empirical 
findings from L ± research (see e.g. Fodor, Bever & Garrett', 
1974; Slobin, 1977,. 1980; Bever -& Townsend, 1979) sugg'est that 
certain linguistic structures are more easily understood, produced 

aVi learned-' than others; M^-ie^i m u" 

a Mexsel, Clahsen & Pienemann (1981) 

extend this approach to second language acquisition. Also 
Clahsen (1980) and Meisel (1980) attempt to show that the same 
kinds of constraints influence the acquisition of both the 
first and a second language, a positipn which has been elabor- ; 
ated by Clahsen (in press) . Within what they define as the ' 
"developmental dimension" of L 2 acquisition, linguistic struc- 
tures which require a high degree of processing capacity will 
be acquired late in the language learning process even if. the 
same or a similar structure exists in the learner's L . In ad- 
dition to advocating developmental regularities, they also 
outline a second, learner-type specific dimension -of (second) 
language acquisition allowing for individual variation within 
stages (see e.g. Meisel, Clahsen & Pienemann, 1981; Meisel, in , 
press) i 

Evidence presented in this paper seems to support the de- 
velopmental dimension. Knowledge of a given structure in the 
learner's mother tongue. is not always helpful in the interpre- - 
tation of a similar structure in the target language. The 



exceptional structures we have been 'concerned with had to be 
•'learned all over again", and strategies found with child 
native" language learners were duplicated by L 2 learners 
^ealiiig^witli i%he same structures . ■ * ■ 



Footnotes 
1) . 

No attempt has been made to s formalize the results they are 
•* * 
. reported as they appeared -in the original texts (in % of 

correct performance/ number of Ss correct, etc.) 



40 



* 40 - 



REFERENCES 



Andersen, R. -(1978) . An implicational model for second language 

research. Language Learning , 28, 1-35. 
Bailey, N. , Madden, C. & Krashen, S. (1974). Is there a 
^ "natural sequence" in adult second language learning? 

Language Learning , 24. 235-43. 
Bever,.Th. &' Townsend, D. (1979). Perceptual mechanisms and ' 

formal properties of main and subordinate clauses. In W. - ■ 

Cooper and E. Walker (edsQ ,. Sentence Processing: Psycho - j 
N liSgaistic studies pr esented to Merrill Garrett . New York: 
. Academic Press. . ' * . 

Brown; R. (1973).° A first language: The early stages . Harvard 

University Press: Cambridge, Mass. 
Chomsky, C. (1969). The acquisition of syntax 'in children frnn, 

5 to 10 . Cambridge: Mass.: M.I^T. 

^ - (1972). Stages in language development and reading 
exposure. HarvEdRev., 1-33 

m - (1.982). 'Ask' and 'tell' revisited: a reply to 
.Warden. J. Child Lang .>- .9. 667-78,. 
Christensen, L.M. (1974) . Tilegnelse af syntaks hos b0rn i 
alderen fra syv til ti Sr. Unpublished dissertation, 
University of Aarhus. 
Clahsen. M. (1980) . Psycholinguists aspects of L2 acquisition. 
In Felix, S.W. (ed.) , Second language development. Trends^ 

f • 

and issues, Tubingen: Nafr, 57-79. " ■ 



41 



Clahsen, M. (in'pressK The acquisition of German word order: A 
/ test case for cognitive approaches to 1^ development. Paper x 
presented at the European-North American Workshop on Cross- 
Lingursfcic Second Language Acquisition Research, Lake Arrow- 
head, 1981. To appear in Andersen, R.W. (ed.), Proceedings . 

d'Anglejan, A. &, Tucker, G.R. (1975). The acquisition of 
complex- English structures by adult learners. Language 
Learning , vol. 25 r 2, 281-93. 

Dato, D.P. (1970). American children's acquisition of Spanish 
syntax in the Madrid environment: Preliminary edition. U.S. 
Office of Education, Institute of International Studies. 
Washington, D.C. (Project No. 3036. Contract, No. OEC 
2-7-00263-7*. 

de Villiers, J.G. & de Villiers, P. (1973). A cross-sectional 
study of the acquisition of grammatical morphems in child 
speech - Journal of Psycholinguistic Research . 2, 267-278. 

Dulay, H.C. & Burt, M.K. (1972). Goofing: an indicator Of 
children's second language learning strategies. Language 
Learning 22, 235-52. 

. " " " " (1974). Natural sequences in child 

second language acquisition. Language Learning , 24, 37-53. 

(1975) • Creative construction in second 
language learning and teaching. In Brown, H.D. (ed.) Papers 
in second language acquisition. Ann Arbor, Michigan (publ. . 
in 1976) 65-80. 

(1980) . On acquisition orders. In 
Felix, s.W. (ed.), Second language development: trends and " 
issues , 265-327. 



- 42 -. <> 

Erwin-Tripp, S. (1974). Is second language learning like the 

first? TESOL Q . 8, lil-127. 
Fathxnan, A* (1975). The relationship between age and secpnd 

language productive ability. Language Learning , 25,^2. 245-254, 
(1979). Similarities and simplification in the' 
h interlanguage of second language learners, In S.P. Corder & 
E. Roulet, (ed.) , The notions of simplification , inter - 
languages and pidgins and their relation to second language 
pedagogy , 30-8. Geneva : \ Dro2 • 
Felix, S.W. (1980). The effect of formal instruction on second 
language acquisition. Paper presented at the Los Angele,s 
Second Language Research Forum. 
Fodor, J. A., Beverr Th.G. & Garrett, M.F. (1974) . The psychology 
of language. Ah introduction to psycholinguistics and 
generative .gyammar . New York: . McGraw-Hill. 
Fodor, J. A., Garrett, M. & Beyer, T.G. (1968). Some syntactic 
dete:rmitt'ants of- sentential complexity, II: Verb structure. 
*n Perception and psychophysics , 3, 453-461. 
Hakuta, K. (1976). A case study of a Japanese* child learning 

English as a second language. Language Learning , 26, 321-51. 
Kessel, F.L. (1970). The role of syntax in children's compre- 
hension from ages six to twelve. Monographs of the Society 
for Research in Child Development , 35-6, 139. 
Kessler, C. & Idar, I. (1977). The acquisition of English syn- 
tactic structures by a Vietnamese child. Paper presented at 
the Los Angeles Second Language Research Forum. 
Kramer, P.E., Koff, E. & Luria, Z. (1972). The development of 
competence in an exceptional language structure in older 
children and young adults. Child Development , 43, 121-130. 



ERIC 



Kvistgaard Petersen, A. (1981). En unders0gelse af nogle danske 
skoleelevers tilegnelse af en rakke engelske syntaktiske < ' 
strukturer, der byder pa sarlige vanskeligheder ( easy to see 
promise, og ask)'. Unpublished dissertation, University of 
Aarhus. r 

, Larsen-Ereeman, D. (1975) . The acquisition of grammatical 
morphemes by adult ESL learners. TBSOL Quarterly . 9, 4, 
402-419. 

- (19.76) . An explanation for the morpheme 

accuracy ; order of learners of English as a second language. 
Language Learning , 26, 1, 125-135. 
Lenneberg, E. (1967). Biolocrical foundations of language . New 

Xork: John Wiley. 
Lyons, J. (1977) . -Semantics. Cambridge University Press, London. 
Meisel, J.M. (1980)°. Strategies of second language acquisition: 
More than one kind of simplification. Paper presented at -the 
1979 LSA Winter Meeting, Los Angeles. To appear in Andersen, 
R.W. (ed.). Prepublication: Wuppertaler Arbeitspapiere zur 
Sprachwissenschaft 3, 1-53. 

- (in press) . The role of transfer as a strategy of . 
natural second language acquisition/processing. Paper pre- 
sented at the European-North American Workshop on Cross- 
Linguistic Second Language Acquisition Research, Lake Arrow- 
head, 1981. To appear in 'Andersen, R.W. (ed.), Proceedings . 
Meisel, J.M., Clahsen, H. & Pienenjann, M. (1981). On deter- 
mining developmental stages in natural second language ac- 
1 quisifcion. -Studies in second language acquisition . 3, 2: 
109-135. 



- 44 - 



Ravem, R. (1974) . The development of Wh-qu.es tioris in first and 

second language learners. In J. Richards (ed.), Error analy- 
* Sls: Pe rspectives on second language acquisition , 124-155. 

Longmans, London, 
Rosansky, E . (1976). Methods and morphemes lit second language 

acquisition research. Language Learning / 26, 409-425. 
Sanders, L.J. (197i; . The comprehension of certain syntactic 

structures by adults. Journal of Speech and Hearing Research . 

14, 4. • 

Slobin, D. (1966). Grammatical transformations and sentence 

comprehension in childhood and adulthood. J. .Verbal Learning 
and' Verbal Behaviour . 5, 219-227. 

- (1977) . Language change in childhood and in history* 
In J. Macnamara,- (ed.), Language learning and thought . New 
York: Academic Press, 185-214. 

- (1980). Universal and particular in the acquisition 
of language. To appear in Gleitman, L. and E. Wanner (eds.), 
Language' acquisition: State of the art . Cambridge Cambridge 
University Press. 

* 

Trosborg, A. (1982) . Children's comprehension of 'before' and 

•after' reinvestigated. J. Child Lang . 9 A 381-402. 
Warden, D. (1981). Children's understanding of ask and tell. 

J. Child Lang , 8, 139-149. 
Wode, H. (1976). Developmental principles in naturalistic L 2 

acquisition. Arbeitspapiere zum Spracherwerb , Englishes 

Seminar der Universitat Kiel. 



9 

ERIC 



